Purpose: To discuss findings from research in Ontario, Canada, that addresses the following objectives: 1) identify organizational attributes and local and provincial health policies that enable or impede the work of Ontario public health nurses to improve rural women's health, and 2) critically examine roles, job descriptions, and practices of Ontario PHNs that will improve rural women's health.
Notes: *Numbers have been approximated to protect the identity of the communities (Statistics Canada, 2012 , 2014 . **Age-standardized rate of premature deaths could potentially have been prevented through primary prevention efforts. *** Areas with fewer than 1000 residents and a population density with fewer than people/square foot. **** Range is for all three health districts combined.
their participation. All PHNs and managers who volunteered for the study and who could meet for a focus group at the time that best suited the majority of those interested participated in the research. Group interviews were then conducted with 20 frontline PHNs and 14 health unit managers at their health unit locations.
The PHNs and managers at each of the three health units were interviewed separately, for a total of six group interviews, three with PHNs and three with managers or supervisors. In audiorecorded interviews of one to two hours in length, participants were asked to describe policies and practices regarding rural women's health, identify organizational attributes that enable or impede public health nursing practice regarding rural women's health, and indicate roles, job descriptions, and practices for PHNs that could help to improve rural women's health. Examples of the interview questions included: What health needs do rural women in your areas have? How do health unit policies and practices affect your work with rural women, positively or negatively? How would you change these policies and practices to better support rural women's health? What organizational attributes (resources or lack of resources, understanding of rural women's needs, inclusion of public health nursing in practice and policy development, etc.) enable or impede the work of public health nurses to improve rural women's health? What should public health nurses do to better address rural women's health? The semi-structured interview guide was emailed to each health unit prior to the interview to allow participants additional time to reflect upon the questions.
Analysis
The interview recordings were transcribed verbatim and the transcripts checked with the audio recordings to ensure accuracy. Transcripts were analysed individually, as a whole as well as by distinct health unit (i.e. PHN and manager transcripts from the same health unit). The findings are categorized into three main themes: 1) promoting rural women's health through PHN practice in community, 2) policy and managerial valuing of PHN practices to support rural women's health, and 3) evidence used to inform policy, funding, and practice.
Pseudonyms are used to represent the names of study participants.
Promoting Rural Women's Health through PHN Practice in Community
PHNs in the study repeatedly and emphatically emphasized the importance of their presence in rural communities, noting that rural women are often isolated, have limited voice and power, and limited opportunities for health promoting activities. PHN Amy described a rural community she served as Being present in rural communities provided PHNs with privileged information regarding available health resources as well as health needs. Chantal, a manager, described a benefit of her team working directly in a rural community, rather than from a distant location, "The more we worked in that community, the better we got a sense of what the needs were." This deepened understanding of health needs allowed Chantal and her team to identify relevant health resources that might benefit the community. As a result, the health unit was successful in obtaining external funding to bring nurse practitioner services to that rural location.
Study participants also believed that being visible and located within rural communities was important to address mental health issues. Betty explained that that the personal nature of home visiting has been an effective way for public health nurses to confidentially assess rural mental health needs, provide mental health education, and encourage clients to access resources.
She stated, "Mental health is still very, very stigmatized … [There have been] people that we've visited … with undiagnosed PPD (post-partum depression) and … you… get them to the point where they [agree to see] the doctor ….". In sensitive situations such as these, study participants
